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THE

STATE OF READING IN THE STATE OF M1cmGAN

learning might begin to change. For example, more
ofus could give up one or two of our lunch breaks
each week to help tutor a student. Still others might
want to tutor a student one or two mornings per week
before going to work. Some businesses might want to
begin a funding drive to bring more books or computers, printers, or computer hardware into schools with
limited resources. Still other examples might include
parents offering to set up a publishing center for students' writing in the evenings. More businesses could
offer small grants to schools with limited resources.
Other businesses might provide free advertising or
commercials to advocate equitable funding sources for
these schools. Equally powerful, community members
of all ages could offer to come in and read books with
children who have had limited resources in their
homes or schools. Whatever transformations evolve
will depend on each one of us chipping in as well as
the rippling effect of the Helping Hands. I hope this
article will inspire more to begin reaching out so that

all school receive an "N' in literacy performance. As
we see these linked efforts evolve around us, perhaps
our nation will become a safer, healthier, and more
peaceful place to be.
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I

will never forget the response of a student in one of my earliest freshman composition
courses. I had asked the class to prepare a persuasive paper in which they were to attempt
to convince the reader of their own point of view about a subject of their choice, and to use
resources as supporting evidence. This particular student came to my office after class, genuinely perplexed by the assignment. She explained that no one had ever solicited her opinion
before on any issue of significance, and she had no idea where to begin. I asked her about any
topics about which she held firm convictions, and offered several as examples. No, she replied,
she had not really thought much about any of them. She brightened, as she added that her parents and her pastor
had always been clear with her about their views of these matters. When I asked her about her own reactions, she
again went blank, not knowing what I meant. She admitted that she probably felt the same way as her parents and
pastor. She was unable to explain to me why that was so, other than that was what she always had been taught.
I was not prepared for such a pronouncement, being by nature quite outspoken and independent-minded myself Yet

Patricia Bergh has been the dean of humanities at Mott
Community College since 1995. One of her primary areas
of study at the present is the interplay of conscious
and unconscious thought processes, comprehension,
and verbal articulation. She has also taught English,
American studies, and film at Wayne State University
and marketing at Oakland University.
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as the years have gone by, I have encountered similar
students more and more frequently. These students
are often average to above average academically and
can write their course papers if all they are expected
to do is to lay out other people's points of view. It is
when they are put on the spot and asked for their own
interpretation of more philosophically oriented issues
that they tend to stammer.
In some of the cases with which I have dealt personally, I have found that the entire spectrum of higherlevel communication skills is at its most basic levels.
I include not only the speaking and rationalization
aspects, but also the reading, writing, as well as the
inner dialogue we rely upon to assist us in decisionmaking and action-reaction responses. Learning
theories tell us that learning occurs by relating the new
material to the experiences and knowledge we already
possess. Yet, if there are no experiences in certain areas
of thought and analytical skills, any frame of reference
upon which to build and expand will be absent.
Occasionally, these shortcomings first appear when
students seem to have difficulty in their class reading
assignments. Of course, in many areas of academia,
writing in certain courses is regarded as passe; yet
eventually students are expected to read and digest
course materials. In all reality-at least on the surface-reading is not that complicated of a skill. In its
purest sense, reading is merely the practice of semiotics, connecting agreed-upon combinations of certain
symbols, i.e. words, to represent a referent. That is the
easy part. The challenge that more and more otherwise
capable readers seem to be encountering is the art of
extracting meaning and inferences from the sentences
that these word groupings comprise. This could be
thought of as the skill of directing the thought processes
to interpret more than just the mere words convey.
Yet with many of these students, the word groupings
simply are suspended in mid air. Paying close attention to the course lecture yields similar results. Again,
the words and sentences generally are familiar to the
student, but their unique combinations represent an
unknown and inconceivable referent.
The comprehension dimension of reading is not something that mastering vocabulary lists and dictionary
pages can address. Perhaps these efforts may serve to
enhance someone's vocabulary, but they do not necessarily carry over to using the new words in context.
The basis of attaching meaning to words and drawing
inferences and interpretations from their utterances

SPRING

is formed before a child is able to form words on his
own. Ask any parent whose pre-verbal infant is able to
recognize the McDonald's sign during a car trip, pointing to the sign and squealing as the family drives by.
This is a much more sophisticated level of articulation
than merely stating a condition. "I'm hungry." "I want
THIS!" This level of transition allows the individual to
make the transitional leap from the internal world of
wordless thought to a means of accessing the external
environment and exercising a certain degree of control
over his relationship to it.
Traversing this bridge allows the individual the means
to explain, to clarify, and to internalize a process of
analysis, discrimination, rejection, and choice. The goal
is to articulate effectively the "whys" and intent behind
his words in order for the intended receiver to get the
whole picture. While some refer to this skill as "reading
between the lines," I consider this skill much more
significant because changing the verb to writing or
speaking or thinking ''between the lines" more accurately conveys the cognitive path used in each process.

It is most ironic that in this era ofhyperreal communications devices we are deficient in interacting with
one another in favor of a more solitary and protected
existence. Perhaps it is because we as a culture have
abandoned a willingness to speak with one another,
of making genuine attempts to obtain another's point
of view, to have an actual interest in understanding
an ideological perspective that might differ from our
own. If all we have experienced in our lives is the most
superficial of conversations or social discourse, and
if we have never felt the need to find out information
about one subject or another, is there any wonder that
the ability to comprehend is diminishing?
Maybe this is the point where we should begin remediation. Establishing an interest in the outside world,
engaging ideas and talking about them might be one
way to create a sense of curiosity about one's environment. Constructing scenarios in which students must
engage in the expression of these ideas, aside from
reading and writing tasks, serves to establish a basis
upon which to apprehend the concepts that enable the
individual to begin the journey toward comprehension.
Strengthening the initial processes that provide the
framework for asking one's self questions and exploring
the universe of possible responses must be undertaken
as a preliminary exercise before any meaningful and
fruitful outcomes in comprehension success can be
realized.
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